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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      JD

      Waking up with a hard dick and a need to choke the life out of someone was not ideal. Especially under the current circumstances. Those being, I had no fucking idea who it was I was supposed to kill.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face and blew out a hard breath, before looking around my small private room. It had been a long damned time since I’d stayed in the clubhouse, but last night…

      I turned suddenly at some commotion in the hallway outside and a hot poker of pain speared through my head.

      Fuck.

      I was going to pay all day for last night’s overindulgence. I’d lost track of my alcohol consumption halfway through the first bottle. I winced as the vise holding my brain in place tightened further. I was too old for this shit, and after that much whiskey, even walking home to my own cabin had been too much of a fucking hassle.

      So, I’d stayed in my room at the clubhouse, where it currently smelled like rotten ass and smoke.

      When the fuck was the last time someone opened a goddamned window in this place?

      I closed my eyes and took a shallow breath of the putrid air. It was past time to start putting this club back together—again.

      How many times were we going to go through this shit?

      Our latest fight with the Mazzeo crime family might finally be over, but the damage we sustained in the process was proving to be a bitch to clean up. It didn’t matter that it had been weeks since all of it had gone down. With the amount of work still in front of me and the nightmares I couldn’t get out of my head, it might as well have been yesterday.

      The poker club, one of our biggest revenue streams, was gone—burned to the ground.

      Half the clubhouse I now sat in had been bombed, and the idea of rebuilding it all again seemed overwhelming.

      Two of my soldiers were dead, with another lying in a hospital bed recovering from third degree burns across half his body.

      And then there was her.

      Sasha.

      One of our club girls who had worked at the poker club. I scrubbed my hands over my face. While I considered every person either in the club or supporting it family, she was different. And no matter how hard I tried to pretend that wasn’t true, it was all one big fucking lie.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about her no matter how hard I tried.

      She was too fucking young. She had years ahead of her, and I’d already lived too damn many.

      So I’d been an asshole, keeping her at arm’s length without actually cutting her loose.

      It wasn’t just the shit she’d been through or how fragile she seemed now. It was her whole damned life.

      I should’ve been pushing her toward something better. Someone better. A guy with a clean slate, and no blood on his hands. Someone who could give her the things I never could—a big, happy family, and an actual fucking future.

      When the explosion had rocked the compound and the fire consumed the one building hidden on the property, she’d been trapped inside. Axel, my second in command, had barely gotten to her in time…

      My stomach cramped at the memory. Partly because my fucked up ass hadn’t even known she was missing.

      She wasn’t doing so hot now either. Her body may be healing, but she still refused to talk to me and I spent half my time sitting outside her hospital room waiting for her to throw me a goddamned crumb.

      She was never  yours to wait for.

      My hands curled into fists, but it didn’t change a damn thing. I couldn’t get her out of my head.

      Which reminded me…

      I forced myself to hunt up my phone from the pocket of my jeans and checked the time. The screen glared at me.

      Fuck. I was late. Again.

      I shoved my legs into my pants and grabbed one of my old t-shirts from a drawer, before scooping up my cut and the keys to my bike from the table. Yanking the door open, I nearly moaned when I found Cash on the other side with a cup of coffee in one hand and a bottle of aspirin in the other.

      “Fuck, man. You’re a godsend,” I said, grabbing both from him as quickly as I could.

      “I don’t know about that. But I was there last night, remember, so I know how you feel.” He rubbed his head indicating he was dealing with the same damned thing.

      “Yeah. I’m surprised you’re not passed out in a bitch’s bed somewhere.” I shoved a handful of the pills down my throat and chased them with one of the worst cups of swill of my life. Calling that shit coffee was a crime. “What dragged your ass out here this early?”

      “I did.”

      I slowly turned my head to see Axel leaning against the wall at the mouth of the hallway, looking stone cold sober and cocky as hell with a smirk firmly plastered on his face.

      “Shouldn’t you be at home taking care of your old lady? She deserves more of your attention now seeings how you knocked her up and shit.”

      He scoffed at that. “She kicked me out. Her and the girls are planning a welcome home party for Bear and apparently my ass was in the way. There were threats to my manhood.”

      I winced, shaking my head. “Speaking of.” I handed the cup of swill back to Cash. “I’m fucking late. I’m supposed to pick him up at the hospital in fifteen minutes.”

      “On your bike?” he asked, nodding to the keys in my hand.

      I closed my eyes and squeezed my temples. “Right. Okay, I’ll be heading to the hospital right after I go and retrieve my truck.”

      Axel shook his head. “We can take mine. It’s already sitting out front and we can talk business on the way. Kill two birds with one stone and that shit.”

      I inwardly groaned. It was too fucking early for logic-or-business. Especially from my too fucking cheerful VP. Since he and Mandy had finally made up for the ten years of bullshit that had kept them apart, he’d turned into a mother fucking mary sue.

      “Whatever. Let’s go.”

      He led the way, crossing through the main club room with the still boarded up windows and the shiny new front door that had been recently installed. The entire front wall had been blown open by a bomb and during the repairs we’d opted to reinforce this area with sheets of steel in case of future attacks. Thanks to ongoing supply issues, those upgrades had taken far too long. But they’d be worth it in the long run.

      Although another attack would happen over my dead body, I had agreed to taking additional precautions just in case. Clubs like ours, in the business of getting paid to serve justice, with a few “extra curriculars” on the side, made a lot of enemies. And although our reputation usually kept those enemies on the right side of crossing the line, there was always someone who didn’t heed our warnings. When that happened, we dealt with it.

      My mind went briefly to the new rival club in Seattle, the serpents, that I didn’t quite trust to honor their deal to stay out of our business. They’d gotten entangled in the cluster fuck with the Mazzeo’s and I didn’t like it. They’d have to be monitored. If they stepped one tiny toe outside the line, I wanted to know. If they wanted to fuck around and find out, I was more than happy to put them back in their place.

      I climbed into the passenger seat of Axel’s custom truck, taking notice of all the modifications that had cost him a fucking fortune. His latest ride had been put together with his new family’s protection in mind. This time he was taking Mandy’s pregnancy seriously, and there would be no mistakes when it came to their safety.

      Something deep inside my chest ached at the thought and I quickly pushed it away.

      “I guess since you’re here and not bitching and moaning, Mandy must be feeling better.”

      As the truck rumbled to life, Axel nodded. “Yeah. It looks like she’s finally made it to the other side of the morning sickness. That was rough on her. Now she’s got to get some of that weight she lost back.”

      I nodded, remembering when my Malia had gone through that years ago with our son, Rock. She’d lost so much weight in her first trimester it had scared the hell out of me. But she’d also been the most beautiful woman I’d ever met and I would have plucked the stars out of the sky for her if she’d wanted them.

      Watching my son grow inside her had been an amazing journey. And as much as I loved Rock, I would have enjoyed having more children with her. But fate, and my mother fucking former best friend had made sure we didn’t get that chance.

      Despite that, I’d been one lucky SOB to have the time I was given. And even if our love had eventually been tainted by grief, I couldn’t imagine what my life would have been like without her. We’d thrived together for a good long time.

      Until we didn’t.

      It was another lesson learned the hard way. Life had a way of changing right underneath your feet, and if you weren’t paying attention, it could get away from you before you could stop it. That’s what happened to us. Three people in a relationship had turned out to be too many, and Pops had grown bitter over the years. And I’d been too blind to see how bad until it was too late.

      Even then I still believed I could fix anything. We were a family and all I had to do was try harder…

      I scrubbed my face and the memories away. All of that felt like a lifetime ago. A lifetime I couldn’t—wouldn’t revisit. Malia’s death—it—well, it was a dark time in my life I needed to avoid at all costs. For my own mental health as well as those around me.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” I said, forcing myself to focus on the conversation with Axel. “A stronger woman than Mandy I’ve yet to meet.”

      Axel laughed. “That’s the fucking truth. And once she decides to take on a challenge…”

      “So…”

      I watched Axel grip the steering wheel from my peripheral vision and braced for what he was about to say next. I knew this ride wasn’t about discussing casual business. He had something particular on his mind and I probably wasn’t going to like it.

      “When is Sasha coming home?” he asked, just throwing his cards on the table and hedging his bets.

      I winced despite the expectation he’d been about to hit me with something I didn’t want to deal with. Sasha had not been what I expected, but I guessed it should have been. Axel and Mandy asked about her a lot as did some of the other women who worked for the club. After the fire, she was never far from our minds. She was well liked and everyone was anxious for her recovery and return.

      As was I.

      Although without a poker club for her to return to, I honestly didn’t know what to do with her. We’d have to find another job for her and it wasn’t going to be her old job. She may have started out stripping for the club, but she wasn’t going back to that—ever.

      I’d fired her from that job, and I’d meant it. The real mistake, however, had been letting her back in after that.

      But when it came to a wounded bird who needed my help… they were my achilles heel.

      Especially her.

      I was the lion who’d originally invited her into the den, making her the sacrificial lamb. I’d put her in danger. All because my dick had claimed her without so much as touching her. That made her my responsibility and I’d sworn to keep her safe at all costs.

      I’d thought if I just kept my distance and my hands off of her, and she stayed under the protection of the club, she’d be fine. No one would bother her again.

      Famous last words…
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      Nearly two years ago

      JD

      “You’re fucking fired.”

      My jaw clenched as the disbelief on Sasha’s face morphed into horror at the words I’d delivered as harshly as possible. It didn’t matter what my motives were, or that it was myself more than her I was angry at. Watching those men hold a gun on her had shoved me deep into a past I could NOT—would NOT—revisit. I could already feel the squeeze around my neck that signaled I had to get out now.

      She had to go before any of this got worse and this was the best way to get that done. I’d taken my fear out on her, cutting her down as viciously as I could, and regretting none of it.

      It had to be done.

      I would not be fucking responsible for her death. Besides, she should be scared. I was the mother fucking king of a motorcycle club. I personified danger and everything about my life could hurt her or worse. It was high time she realized that and got the hell out of my life.

      “Boss,” Tel whispered, low enough so only I heard his words. “You can’t fire her.”

      I rounded on him, my fist clenched at my sides and a violent haze of anger coloring my vision. I’d had enough of people telling me what I could and couldn’t do. Especially when it came to the woman who’d managed to crawl under my skin and take up residence. A place she had no right to be.

      This had to stop now.

      “I can do whatever the fuck I want. And what I want is her out of here.” Unlike Tel, I did not lower my voice or choose my words carefully. And the gasp from the woman in question made it loud and fucking clear that she was getting my message.

      Tel winced in the face of my anger and yet that didn’t stop him from continuing on. If I didn’t kill him for it now, I’d appreciate his willingness to stand up to me later.

      “Yeah, Prez. That’s technically true. You’re the boss. What you say goes around here. But if you throw her out now, then she’ll be more vulnerable than ever. She’s already been connected to the club, and without our protection how long will it take before someone else gets wind of her and takes her? Then what? We’ll spends weeks of resources to find her and still be more than likely to bring her home in pieces.”

      Fuck. Tel had delivered the exact words to freeze me in my tracks. My heart might have even stopped pumping.

      This seriously could not be happening again. My head pounded and I half expected it to implode.

      I glanced around the club where my guys were already starting to clean up the blood. They were avoiding looking at me directly, but I could feel their concern radiating in my direction.

      Tel was right. I had little information on these nomad assholes that had invaded our territory and whether they were organized or not. It didn’t seem likely amongst this ragtag bunch of dicks, but I couldn’t risk retaliation. And unless I killed every one of these fuckers and their associates, word would get out about me losing my fucking mind over this woman. If we cut her loose now, our enemies would snatch her on day one.

      “Fuck,” I swore again as I picked up a chair and slammed it against the wall.

      “I don’t need you to do any favors for me. I’m out of here,” Sasha said from her perch on the stage next to me.

      I turned and steadied my gaze on Tel, ignoring her and her outburst. “Fine,” I gritted out between clenched teeth. “But keep her the hell away from me. I don’t want to see her. I don’t want to hear about her. Keeping an eye on her is officially your job now.”

      “Fuck you,” she spat from behind my back. “I don’t want anything from⁠—”

      I jerked around so fast, the words coming out of her smart mouth died instantly, my hand going for her throat. I walked her backwards until her body crashed against the nearby wall.

      “You don’t have a say in this, do you hear me? You do whatever he tells you to do. Nothing more and nothing less and he’ll keep you alive. Do. You. Understand?”

      The fear in her eyes had grown exponentially, but I could see the moment my words sank in. Like it or not, she would be a part of our club until I could figure out how to get her loose. She tried to nod, but my grip around her neck was still too tight.

      “Say the words,” I hissed.

      “Yes.” Her bottom lip wobbled under the force. “I understand,” she whispered.

      A sick smile twisted my lips. Despite the situation, I took too much pleasure in watching her lips tremble while her eyes shot daggers at me.

      Whatever innocence she had inside her would soon die. Nothing sweet or good could survive in our world…

      “Hey, Boss. Are you listening?”

      Axel’s words yanked me from the past and pulled me back into the present. Everyone wanted to know when Sasha was coming home. It was a fair question. Only one I didn’t have the answer to. Remembering the first time I’d nearly got her killed didn’t help.

      “I don’t know when she’s coming back.” Luckily, I managed to end my sentence there. Because if she was smart, she’d find a way to put us all in her rear view. Not that I wanted to get into the details of this conversation, but I had a feeling Axel was going to push no matter how little I said.

      He nodded. “She’s been through a lot. I’m still so fucking pissed I didn’t get to her sooner. Maybe I could have saved her from some of this.”

      “Don’t do that. No one could have predicted that a serial douchebag would get past our five layers of security, let alone blow up our fucking club with her in it. You saved her.”

      And I would forever be grateful. Even if she hated me now. I scrubbed my hands over my face again, attempting to wipe away some of the nightmares of her trapped in that burning building.

      “Still. I’ll feel a lot better when she gets back to where she belongs.”

      I winced again.

      Truth be told, she was too good for us. The best thing for her would be to get as far and as fast away from us as she could.

      It was convenient for me to say us, and claim club life wasn’t for her, when in all actuality she only needed to get away from me. I wasn’t ever going to be good enough for her. I just wish she understood that. But like many of the women in our lives, she had a stubborn streak a mile wide.

      One who never fucking listened.

      I was a predator and the more time she spent with me meant the more likely she would become the prey. She was my weakness and I couldn’t afford to be vulnerable ever again.

      “The doctors say she should have left the hospital a week ago.”

      “What?!”

      My head swiveled so sharply, another wave of pain stabbed at the back of my eyeballs.

      Axel nodded. “I had a feeling you didn’t know. Patty says Sasha’s too scared to come back here and she doesn’t have anywhere else to go. No family. Apparently, she was a foster kid right up until she aged out.”

      “I know.” I knew everything about my employees. Tel made sure of that. That man was a fucking genius on a computer and there wasn’t a firewall in existence that he couldn’t get through, or a sealed juvenile record for that matter, that he couldn’t open.

      Reading hers had made me sick to my stomach. One foster home after another, all with the same results. No one had wanted to keep her. On paper she might have come across as a troublemaker, but the petty things she pulled weren’t likely to get her in much trouble. There was nothing wrong with doing whatever you had to in order to keep food in your stomach or a shelter over your head. The fact that my situation with her might seem eerily familiar jolted through me like a kick to the gut.

      I’d hired her knowing she was the perfect mix of sweet and sass to appeal to our customers.

      And keep them at the gambling tables with her at their side. However, before anyone could work in the ultra-exclusive poker club, they had to prove themselves in one of the other club businesses. It just so happened she’d auditioned to dance.

      My stomach clenched again, remembering those nights of fucking torture. Of course, I’d been right about how people would react to her. I had an ability to read people that I’d honed to damned near perfection over the years. And Sasha had done extremely well. She’d quickly become our most popular dancer.

      Unfortunately, she’d gotten entangled with one of our regular clients who didn’t like to be told no. He never crossed the line, but there had been more times than I could count where I wanted to take him out back and cut off his fucking balls and shove them down his throat.

      What I hadn’t seen coming was the effect she would have on me. At least that’s the lie I continued to tell myself.

      “I’ll talk to her.” I caught Axel’s side eye at that and clenched my jaw to keep from barking at him. We both knew that since she’d woken up in that damned hospital with no one by her side, she’d refused to see me, let alone talk to me.

      “Is that going to work?” He sounded as skeptical as I felt.

      “It fucking should. I’m the club president, and her boss.” Axel shook his head, and that pissed me off more. “Look, she’s a sweet girl. I know how much everyone likes her and I also know that everyone’s got it in their head that she would make a good old lady. But it’s not going to be with me. You know better than anyone that I have no intention of ever going there again. I’ve already got enough on my plate and I need to keep my head in the game. I’m not going to let anyone get as close as that Mazzeo fucker did ever again. Which means we have to find the traitor in our midst and to do that I need to stay focused.”

      “And you’re sure it’s one of our guys?” He sounded skeptical, and I completely understood. After everything we’d been through as a club, it was hard to believe. So far, there’d been no whiff of who it might be.

      “One hundred percent. The way our security was compromised, the information had to have come from the inside. No other option.”

      “That’s a pretty short fucking list.”

      I nodded. I’d thought of little else since the violation. My blood boiled with rage every time. When I found out who it was, they were not only going to regret turning on us but regret their whole fucking life. I’d finally have an outlet for all this pent-up anger.

      “It makes me sick too,” I admitted. “But I’m going to figure it out, and If I have to step on some toes and backs on the way—so be it.”

      Axel pulled into an available parking spot at the front entrance of the hospital and cut the engine. But neither of us made a move to get out. We were both angry, and the tension of it swirled thick in the cab.

      “I’ll do whatever you want me to. I just hope the guys will forgive us when it’s all over. I fear this is the kind of thing that can break a club.”

      I shrugged. I’d been in this position before and as much as I swore it would never happen again, here we were. I’d brought the club back from hell against their will once before, and I’d do it again if that’s what it took. And if experience had taught me anything, it was that there would be casualties.

      The club would not be the same again.

      But taking down the fucker who’d blown a hole into the side of our clubhouse and burned our poker room to the ground was not enough.
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      Sasha

      “Hey, babe.”

      I jolted at the deep voice at the door of my room as a smile crept slowly across my face. When I turned to look, my joy deepened at the sight of Bear filling the doorway. Big, cuddly and fearsome.

      “Hey yourself,” I returned. “I hear you’re going home today. That’s awesome.”

      A small, tight smirk tightened his lips. In these last weeks at the hospital, I’d gotten to know this club brother a lot, and I’d learned he never smiled. Although I had caught his eyes sparkling with what looked like humor at least once or ten times.

      “Yep. They’ve deemed me healed enough to escape this popsicle stand. How about you?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t about to admit that I was on the verge of being kicked out against my will. Only my stubborn refusal to leave had bought me some extra time. Well, that and my claim of emotional damage. Although those were not my words. The fancy psychologist they sent in here every day to talk to me, batted them around so much they seemed meaningless at this point. But if they worked…

      “Maybe soon,” I said noncommittally.

      Bear stepped into my room and approached the bed, his giant body taking up all the visual space in front of me. Honestly, before getting to know him in the hospital, every time I’d seem him I’d been afraid to talk to him for more than a second. Whether it was his size, or the constant scowl he wore on his face, he intimidated me.

      But with his room next to mine in the burn unit, and with days on end of nothing to do but watch television, we’d gravitated towards each other and were now close friends. I was so happy to see him healed enough to go home, but a piece of me was sad too. I was going to miss his company—and his comfort.

      “I could stay here today until the doctor comes in, and find out what the deal is. You look a hell of a lot better than I do, so I don’t understand why they haven’t released you.”

      Alarm shot through me. Bear took life quite literally and if he said he was going to wait and talk to my doctor for me, he meant it.

      “No way. I’m not letting you waste your first day of freedom in weeks, babysitting me. I’m sure my time is coming soon.”

      His scowl deepened. “Maybe you aren’t asking the right questions. And if your doctor isn’t giving you any answers then I’ll lean on him for you. We should go home together.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’m sure he’ll have news about my release soon. I’ve been told I’ve made good progress. The last skin grafts supposedly made things a lot better.” It was difficult to keep the bitterness from my voice. Though I couldn’t see most of my scars without effort, I knew they were there, and they were disgusting.

      “You know you’re beautiful no matter what,” he said, leaning down to kiss the top of my head, before he settled down on the bed next to me after I scooted over to give him the room he needed.

      I hated to admit it, but I lapped up his praise like a greedy fool. There weren’t a lot of people in my life who had much to say about me. Yes, I had friends at the club, and their friendships meant the world to me. But it wasn’t quite the same.

      Thoughts of JD filled my mind, as I fought against the sharp sting of tears at the backs of my eyes. I wouldn’t cry as long as Bear remained in my room, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to. Part of my pain came at my own insistence by refusing to see the man, but I didn’t know what else to do. I’d made him stay away, partially because I didn’t want him to see me like this, but also didn’t trust myself not to say something stupid. Like admit I had feelings for him—again.

      He’d made it very clear time and time again, that we were nothing but friends. What had happened between us before would never happen again. It wasn’t the first time he’d said those words, but there’d been something so final in his tone the last time that I’d finally taken it to heart.

      JD Monroe did not want me around.

      I was his employee and nothing else. And now that was gone too.

      Gah! I inwardly groaned. If only I could keep him out of my head too.

      So maybe the whole emotional damage thing I was using to stay here, wasn’t a total lie. I had issues I needed to face that I kept putting off, but I didn’t need some stranger to actually dig inside my head and pull those out. Those were my private companions. I liked them just as they were. Taking them away now would be too much. One day, when I was good and ready, I’d deal with them.

      “I bet the club is planning a big party for your return,” I said, cringing at the wistful tone in my voice.

      “Nah. I told them I didn’t want any fanfare. All I need is for life to get back to normal. Besides, I need to work. They can save the party for you, babe.”

      The way he called me babe melted my heart. For such a big, scary looking man, he had a softness that had a way of making me feel comfortable with him. It was pretty awesome and I was going to miss him around here.

      “I don’t need a party either,” I said quietly, laying my head on his shoulder and taking the comfort he so often offered.

      “I don’t know about that. You and the girls sure made time for your margarita nights. Don’t you miss those?”

      I sure as hell did. And if Patty or Meg thought they could get away with sneaking a blender and all the fixings into the hospital, we’d have been living it up this whole time.

      Speaking of… I needed to give Patty a call. If anyone could help me find a place to go it would be her. Although I wasn’t sure I could trust her not to trick me back onto club property. That woman was like a dog with a bone. When she had an idea in her head, she would not leave it alone.

      And she stood at the front of the line of those who thought JD needed an old lady.

      Rather than say all that and encourage Bear, I simply gave him a small nod instead. “Sure. But things aren’t the same. I’m not the same.”

      “Not true,” he insisted, grabbing my hand and threading my fingers between his. “Well, maybe not exactly the same,” he quipped. “But I’d dare say better.” He rubbed his hand across the thin red scar on my cheek. “You’re still beautiful enough to stop traffic. But now you seem approachable.”

      I laughed. “And I wasn’t before?”

      “To some people, I guess. For me, you seemed untouchable. So far out of the realm that to spin in your orbit would be impossible.”

      I sucked in a quiet breath. Was he saying what I thought he was saying? I almost cracked a joke about it but stopped myself. There was no way on earth I would hurt this man. He’d been my rock these last few weeks and for that I owed him everything.

      There were whole days in my recent memories where I could remember nothing but the pain and Bear holding my hand through it all. Even though he must have been in as much pain as I was, having lost two fingers on his left hand, and suffered burns that mangled the rest of the arm with permanent scars.

      “And you always seemed too scary to talk to,” I finally said, after an almost uncomfortably long silence. “But as it turns out, you aren’t scary at all.”

      He barked a laugh. “I don’t know whether to thank you or admonish you. I’m supposed to be the scariest mother fucker in the MC. It’s my job.”

      “Oh I’m sure you still are. But I know now there’s another side of you.”

      He shook his head. “At least you didn’t call me a teddy bear. That would have been offensive.”

      I snorted. He had no idea how close I’d been to saying that very thing. Although he didn’t look soft like a teddy, he definitely had some soft spots and for that I was damned grateful. “Well, now I know what to say if I ever want to piss you off. Although that seems unlikely.” I nuzzled closer, letting his body warmth seep into my always too cold skin.

      “Call me a teddy bear and I’ll have you across my knee so fast you won’t know what hit you.”

      His voice rumbled across my skin and I swallowed thickly at the image that conjured in my mind, but instead of Bear doing the paddling, it was JD and before I could stop it a slight whimper slid from my lips.

      Bear looked at me sharply, but I refused to turn and meet his eyes. I could feel my face had turned some shade of red, and that was more than telling enough. That was a conversation he and I were not going to have.

      “So what time are you leaving?” I asked, hoping to steer us onto safer ground. If he was getting the wrong idea I would have to straighten things out. Soon. When I had just a little more energy.

      “Someone should be here any minute to pick me up. But I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye—for now. I’m worried about you.”

      God dammit those tears were pricking pretty darn hard at my eyes and I could feel the sheen of wetness covering the front of them. His kindness never failed to amaze me. The club was about the closest thing I’d had to a family, and with Bear here I still felt connected to them. Without them, well, I could barely breathe if I thought too hard on that.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” I said as soon as I thought I could without my voice breaking. “Things are looking up for us both.” I wasn’t one hundred percent sure if that was true in my case, but I’d had some time to think about it and I’d made the decision that it was time for me to figure out what exactly I wanted to do with the rest of my life.

      As much as I’d loved hosting at the poker club, and been darn good at it, working in an illegal club wasn’t a long-term plan. Especially in light of what had happened.

      “Do you think JD is going to reopen the poker club?” I asked in a low voice even though there was no one else in the room to overhear.

      “I know he is. Axel’s already let me know that construction is well underway, and my first task when I get back and settled is to start finding more security. Not only will there never be a repeat of what happened, but we’re going to let the world know that you can’t fuck with Wrath. We bite back.”

      I shuddered against the vehemence of his words. The passion in which he spoke about the club was part of the reason I liked them so much. They were as committed to each other as much, if not more, than any blood family I’d seen. If women could become full-fledged members, I’d have been at the front of the line. It was high time these men moved into the current century.

      “I still think it’s unfair that an MC has to be a boys club.” I pouted.

      He snorted. “You think the women we employ aren’t as important as anyone else?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe,” I said hesitantly, not really believing it. I’d seen them rally behind anyone associated with the club, but I wasn’t convinced that meant the same thing. Those men were loyal to each other in ways I couldn’t comprehend. They had no real connection to make it happen, and yet, it just was.

      “That’s bullshit and you know it.”

      But did I? Instead of voicing that doubt out loud I settled my head on Bear’s shoulder once again and soaked up what comfort I could. As long as he was here, by my side, holding my hand, I felt safe. But when he went back to his room every day, and now when he left the hospital, I didn’t know what to think. I could already feel the loneliness trying to suck me into a black hole.

      I always had more questions in my head than answers. Most of which I was afraid to ask because I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like the answers.

      “Bear!” A loud voice boomed from my door. “What the actual fuck?”
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      Bear

      I sprang from the bed, practically ripping my hand from Sasha’s in the process. Axel’s sudden appearance startled me, firing a shit load of adrenalin into my blood, and rocketing me into high alert.

      “Jesus Christ!” I bellowed, clutching my chest and bending over to slow my heart that was threatening to beat out of my chest. “You can’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “I hardly snuck anywhere. I fucking walked up and the door was wide open.”

      It was true. I’d propped it open because I thought it seemed gloomy in here. And whether Sasha wanted to admit it or not, I knew she preferred the noise of the hospital over the silence any day. I might also have a preference for hearing people approach in advance. Although I’d been too focused on Sasha, her head snuggled against my side, to hear anything.

      Fuck.

      “Still. You could have knocked.”

      Axel smirked and strode across the room to Sasha’s bed, where he bent over and kissed the top of her head. “How’s my second favorite girl today?”

      His casual kiss and comment irritated my already frazzled nerves, though I couldn’t explain why. He meant nothing by it. He was so in love with Mandy that he couldn’t see straight from it. So why I wanted to grab him by the cut and toss him back into the hallway made no damned sense.

      Sasha wasn’t mine.

      “Second, huh?” She laughed, clearly joking.

      “Number three, if I’m lucky.”

      Her smile widened as she asked him about his old lady and her pregnancy. I tuned out the rest of their conversation, but didn’t take my eyes off her. She needed protection and I didn’t like leaving her alone here. It wasn’t right and if I had my way she’d be going with.

      While our peaceful moment was broken, at least she had a smile on her face. I’d half expected JD to pick me up instead of Axel, but given the situation, that would’ve been awkward.

      Sasha had made it clear she didn’t want to see him anymore. And yet, I still hadn’t made a move beyond friendship with her. Nobody knew what the hell had happened with them, but if there was unfinished business between her and the Prez, I needed to stay clear.

      There were a lot of rumors at the clubhouse that she might have a special place with him, or maybe that was wishful thinking on their part. While we all tried to stay out of each other’s business when it came to our personal lives, everyone thought JD needed an old lady. Or they hoped he’d find one.

      I figured for him, that idea was overrated. He’d clearly had the love of his life and didn’t want to replace her.

      He was a great leader, but having a President thrashing around without any
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